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Consumption authenticity in the age of the sharing economy: The key to creating 
loyal customers who love your brand  
 
Abstract 
Airbnb continues to gain popularity as an accommodation alternative to hotels, with 
the authenticity of the consumption experience being a critical differentiating factor. 
However, the hospitality literature has not fully explored whether and how brands in 
the sharing economy as well as traditional hotel brands are facilitating authentic travel 
experiences and the impact of these experiences on brand love and brand loyalty. The 
purpose of this study is twofold. First, we develop a model of consumption 
authenticity in the accommodations industry and identify, operationalize, and measure 
its components. Second, we examine the impact of consumption authenticity on brand 
love and brand loyalty in both hotels and Airbnb accommodations. By surveying 
1,256 American participants recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk, we found that 
Airbnb leverages brand, existential, and intrapersonal consumption authenticity in 
creating brand-loving and brand-loyal customers, while hotels utilize only brand 
authenticity. Implications for theory and practice are discussed, and areas of future 
research are identified.  
 
Keywords: consumption authenticity, brand love, brand loyalty, Airbnb, sharing 
economy 
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1. Introduction 
 The rise of the sharing economy has made Airbnb a significant force in the 
lodging industry (Liu and Mattila, 2017; Mody, Suess, and Lehto, 2017). Boasting 
over two million listings in 190 countries, Airbnb has become a powerful player in the 
hospitality, travel, and tourism industries (Airbnb, 2016). As Airbnb continues to 
grow in both popularity and availability, the platform provides travelers with 
alternatives to hotels in both the economy sector and, increasingly, in the luxury and 
business travel accommodation markets, as well (Trivett, 2013), with available 
Airbnb accommodations ranging from a $15 spot on a sofa to an $8,000 per night 
mansion.  As a result, hotels now find themselves competing not only with each other, 
but with this new segment of the lodging industry.  The hospitality literature has very 
recently begun to pay increasing attention to the effects of Airbnb on the lodging and 
tourism industries, including such issues as discrimination and inclusion (Edelman 
and Luca, 2014), pricing and regulation (Chen and Xie, 2017), industry impact (Mody 
et al., 2017; Guttentag, 2015; Zervas et al., 2014; Guttentag and Smith, 2017), online 
presence (Pizam, 2016; Xie and Mao, 2017; Lu and Kamdampully, 2016) and 
marketing strategy (Mao and Lyu, 2017; Liu and Mattila, 2017). 
 One of the key positioning platforms of the Airbnb paradigm is the concept of 
authenticity, as evidenced by the company’s mottos:  Belong Anywhere and Live 
There. Because each Airbnb accommodation is individually owned, unique, and 
embedded in the local landscape, the company has an inherent focus on facilitating an 
authentic guest experience (Ting, 2016; Wright, 2016). The opportunity to stay in a 
private home in a residential neighborhood, rather than in a corporate-designed, 
“cookie cutter” hotel in a commercial district, provides travelers the chance to 
experience authentic local flavors, nuances, and interactions that may not be available 
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in a typical hotel environment.  As such, the authenticity of this consumption 
experience is a key differentiating factor for Airbnb accommodations.  Indeed, 
Jonathan Mildenhall, Chief Marketing Officer of Airbnb, notes that, “At Airbnb we’re 
very clear that our authentic experiences are local experiences that you can’t get 
anywhere else” (Peltier, 2015). In a 2016 study by Morgan Stanley, “authentic 
experience” was one of the top three reasons that travelers chose to stay at an Airbnb 
property rather that at a traditional hotel (Ting, 2017).  
 In spite of the fact that authentic experience is one of the key tenets of the 
Airbnb value proposition, the hospitality literature is scant with regards to whether 
and how brands in the sharing economy are facilitating more authentic travel 
experiences and the impacts of such consumption experiences on building brand 
relationships in the form of brand love and brand loyalty. Moreover, it remains 
unclear how traditional hotel brands are performing in their provision of authentic 
consumption experiences, given the changing experiential dynamics of the 
accommodations industry facilitated by the rise of the sharing economy (Mody et al., 
2017; Tussyadiah, 2016; Trivett, 2013). In order to bridge this gap, the purpose of the 
current study is twofold. First, we develop a model of consumption authenticity in the 
accommodations industry and identify, operationalize, and measure its components: 
brand, existential, and intrapersonal authenticity. Second, this paper makes an 
important contribution in that we examine the impact of consumption authenticity in 
the hospitality sector on brand-level outcomes, such as brand love and brand loyalty, 
in both hotels and Airbnb accommodations. While the concepts of authenticity and 
brand-level outcomes are themes that have been previously addressed in the 
marketing and tourism literatures, they have heretofore been neglected in the 
hospitality research tradition.  The rise of the sharing economy, and of Airbnb in 
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particular, have highlighted the need for more research into the relationships between 
these variables in the hospitality arena, and this study attempts to answer that need. 
Following the results of these tests, the implications for theory and practice are 
discussed, and directions for future research are identified.  
 
2.  Literature Review 
2.1.  Brand Love 
 Brand love can be defined as “the degree of passionate emotional attachment a 
satisfied consumer has for a particular trade name” (Carroll and Ahuvia, 2006, p. 81). 
Brand love encompasses a number of different affective responses toward the brand, 
including passion, attachment, positive evaluation, positive emotions, and 
declarations of love.  The notion of brand love has its roots in theories of 
interpersonal love (Shimp and Madden, 1988; Carroll and Ahuvia, 2006). Research 
on this topic has examined the similarities between interpersonal love and a 
consumer’s love for objects or brands (Albert et al., 2008) and then established 
empirical relationships and paradigms around this construct (Batra et al., 2012; Albert 
et al., 2008). This body of work has resulted in a conceptualization of brand love that 
suggests a positive emotional connection, an intuitive fit between consumer and 
brand, the integration of the brand into the consumer’s identity, passion-driven 
behaviors, the desire for a long-term relationship, and separation anxiety (Batra et al., 
2012; Rauschnabel  and Ahuvia, 2014).  
 While similar to the construct of satisfaction in some ways, brand love differs 
from satisfaction in that brand love is has a much more affective component than 
satisfaction, which is generally characterized as a primarily cognitive judgment 
(Carroll and Ahuvia, 2006). Brand love is more global than satisfaction, as well, as it 
 5 
is typically an outcome of a relationship with a company over time, rather than a 
response to a specific transaction.  Most importantly, brand love is closely tied to the 
consumer’s identity, involving an integration of the brand into the self-concept. A 
number of studies have established the importance of brand love as an important 
element in the consumer-brand relationship (Ahuvia, Batra and Bagozzi, 2009; 
Carroll and Ahuvia, 2006) and the construction of self-identity in relation to brands 
(Belk, 1988). Prior research indicates that the relationship between brand love and 
identity is significant, with consumers feeling a greater level of love for brands that 
they feel shape, express, or maintain their sense of identity (Fournier, 1998; Kwon 
and Mattila, 2015). In addition to identification, Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen (2009) 
found that a sense of community has a significant and positive impact on the 
formation of brand love. They found that a sense of belonging and interpersonal 
identification with other users of the brand resulted in a stronger sense of brand love.  
 
2.2.  Authenticity  
 Wang and Mattila (2015) note that “Authenticity is a multifaceted construct 
that contains various ontological assumptions, perspectives, and typologies” (p. 348), 
and indeed the tourism literature is rife with studies exploring the complicated 
nuances of this construct (for a review, see Yi et al. 2016). At the most basic level, 
authenticity can be defined as “genuine, unadulterated, or the real thing” (Theobald 
1998, p. 411 as cited in Reisinger and Steiner 2006, p. 68).  
 The concept of authenticity was first applied to the travel and tourism context 
by McCannell (1973) and since that time, the concept of authenticity has been further 
developed, and conceptualizations of authenticity can generally be divided into 
objective and subjective authenticity. Researchers have noted that an object or 
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experience can be evaluated using objective, concrete criteria to measure its level of 
authenticity (Leigh et al., 2006).  This type of objective authenticity establishes that 
an object or experience is what it purports to be, and is measured against a set of 
empirical, objective criteria.  For example, a piece of Neolithic pottery could be 
judged to be authentic if it were ascertained that it was indeed pottery and carbon 
dating indicated that it did indeed originate in the Neolithic period.   
 In addition to such objective measures of authenticity, however, many 
researchers have acknowledged the phenomenon of subjective authenticity, wherein 
the level of authenticity of an object or experience is understood to be the product of a 
particular observer’s evaluation within a certain context (Cohen, 1988; Mkono, 2012). 
An experience may be determined by the evaluator to be objectively authentic, 
subjectively authentic, neither, or both, as these conceptualizations are not mutually 
exclusive. In this study, we are primarily interested in the notion of subjective 
authenticity as perceived by a traveler or tourist. As noted in the introduction, one of 
the key marketing platforms of Airbnb is that it purports to provide a more authentic 
experience of a location than does a standard hotel. As we consider how the 
authenticity of the Airbnb experience impacts the consumer’s evaluation of the brand, 
we introduce the construct of consumption authenticity. 
 
2.3.  Consumption Authenticity 
 Prior research across disciplines has addressed authenticity of place, object, 
brand, relationship, and self, and that literature is reviewed later in this paper, but the 
hospitality literature appears to lack a construct that speaks to the authenticity of the 
consumer’s subjective, holistic experience of a consumption event.  When traveling, a 
consumer’s consumption experience is made up of several components, such as the 
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objects he encounters, the relationships he forms with others on the trip, the sense of 
self that grows and changes as a result of the trip, and the brands with which he 
interacts while traveling.  While it is possible to assess the authenticity of each of 
these elements individually, and indeed a consumer may do so, there is also a global 
assessment of the authenticity of the entire travel experience comprised of the sum of 
all of these components.  In considering the nature of this assessment of authenticity, 
we looked first to the extensive marketing and consumer behavior literature on brand 
authenticity (e.g. Morhart et al, 2015). While the individual studies are too numerous 
to list here, suffice it to say that marketing research has repeatedly and robustly 
demonstrated that consumers respond positively and consistently, across a vast 
number of categories, to brands that they perceive to be authentic. We expect that this 
will be the case of a traveler evaluating an accommodation experience, as well, and 
that brand authenticity will be a relevant consideration as a customer evaluates his 
lodging experience. However, such marketing literature on brand effects has been 
typically conducted in the realm of consumer goods.  A trip or vacation, in contrast, is 
much more experiential, involves other people, and arguably involves a change or 
transformation on the part of the consumer.  For this reason, we have also looked 
beyond the retail and marketing literature, and consider the meaning of authenticity as 
it has been developed by tourism scholars.  Here we find a great deal of emphasis on 
authenticity as is affects relationships and meaning – relationships between the place 
or object and the traveler, and the meaning that the traveler derives from authentic 
experiences.  As the context of this paper is a hospitality consumer staying at a 
branded accommodation, interacting with others, and creating meaning from his 
travel experience, we have synthesized the concepts of authenticity from both the 
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marketing and tourism literatures to build our operationalization of consumption 
authenticity in the accommodation sector. 
 We propose that this holistic assessment of consumption authenticity is made 
up of three dimensions: brand authenticity, which speaks to the genuineness and 
integrity of the brand; existential authenticity, which addresses the authenticity of the 
relationships the consumer forms with objects and people on his trip; and 
intrapersonal authenticity, or the way in which the travel experience helps him create 
and maintain his self-identity.  In the following sections, we review the literature for 
each of these elements, and suggest that there is a strong relationship between 
consumption authenticity, brand love, and brand loyalty. 
 
2.4.  Brand Authenticity 
 The construct of brand authenticity has been robustly studied in the marketing 
and consumer behavior literature. Brand authenticity can be described as “the degree 
to which a brand is considered original and genuine, meaning it is unique and not 
derivative, and truthful to what it claims to be” (Akbar and Wymer, 2017; p. 29). 
Brand authenticity is characterized as a concept associated with genuineness, 
tradition, originality, uniqueness, and quality (Beverland, 2006). From a branding 
perspective, authenticity is concerned with the originality and genuineness of the 
product or service offering based on the evaluation of the consumer, and as such, is 
subjective and malleable (Beverland and Farrelly, 2010). Morhart et al. (2015) state 
that brand authenticity is the extent to which consumers think that the brand is true to 
itself and the customer, has integrity, and is able to assist consumers in being true to 
themselves.  
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 Prior research demonstrates that brand authenticity is significantly and 
positively related to a number of outcomes, including attitude toward the brand (Ilicic 
and Webster, 2014), brand attachment (Morhart et al., 2015), purchase intentions 
(Napoli et al., 2014), and word of mouth (Morhart et al., 2015). Based on these 
previous studies, we expect that a high level of brand authenticity will lead consumers 
to experience a high level of brand love.  Thus, we hypothesize that:  
H1a: Brand authenticity will have a significant and positive impact on levels 
of brand love for Airbnb customers. 
H1b: Brand authenticity will have a significant and positive impact on levels 
of brand love for hotel customers. 
 
2.5.  Existential Authenticity 
 Existential authenticity can be defined as a state of existence in which one is 
true to oneself (Yi et al., 2016).  The notion of existential authenticity has been 
explored by several tourism researchers, including Brown (2013) and Steiner and 
Reisinger (2006).  Brown notes that travel experiences can facilitate existential 
authenticity, and that the environments and surroundings of a tourism experience can 
serve as a catalyst for existential authenticity.  Likewise, Steiner and Reisinger (2006) 
note that existential authenticity is experience oriented and as such, travel and tourism 
experiences are uniquely positioned to facilitate existential authenticity.  
 The discussion of existential authenticity has its roots in Heidegger’s work 
(1962), which suggests that the experience of existential authenticity centers around 
both objects and people.  He notes that the connections between objects, and between 
objects and people, give meaning to the tourist experience, allowing individuals to see 
what objects mean, how they can be used, and how these objects relate to their sense 
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of self. Indeed, a key part of any travel experience is going to “see things” such as art, 
architecture, nature, shows, and many others. The authenticity of these objects is an 
important component of existential authenticity.  
 In addition to object authenticity, existential authenticity has an interpersonal 
component. By its very nature, existentialism is person-centered, concerned with the 
authenticity of people, relationships, and social existence. In fact, Wang (1999) states 
that toured objects are merely a means for tourists to relate to each other and come 
together. Interpersonal authenticity is largely about creating authentic relationships 
with other people in a natural way, free from the constraints of the roles and 
hierarchies that exist in normal, everyday life (Yi et al., 2016). Researchers have 
found that tourists desire to form relationships and have contact with family members 
and other travelers in a way that is free from their typical roles back home, 
interactions with others during a trip is a key element of authentic, memorable 
tourism experiences (Caton and Santos, 2007; Park and Santos, 2016). Tourists seek 
genuine, natural intimacy and emotional connection with others, and through these 
interactions, experience a new level of authenticity (Steiner and Reisinger, 2006). The 
notion of existential authenticity is by definition relational and closely tied to a sense 
of self and self-identity.  Because consumers tend to love brands that express and 
reaffirm their own social relationships and social identity, we predict that there will be 
a close relationship between existential authenticity and brand love, such that:  
H2a: Existential authenticity will have a significant and positive impact on 
levels of brand love for Airbnb customers.  
H2b: Existential authenticity will have a significant and positive impact on 
levels of brand love for hotel customers.  
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2.6.  Intrapersonal Authenticity 
 “Intrapersonal authenticity relates to the individual self, and includes physical 
aspects (for example relaxation and invigoration), and psychological aspects, such as 
self-discovery and self-realization” (Mkono, 2013: p. 355). The intrapersonal aspects 
of hospitality and tourism experiences highlight self-development, self-realization, 
and self-identity (Berman, 1970). Authentic tourism experiences facilitate such self-
realization by allowing the individual to free themselves from social constraints and 
roles and explore new elements of their identity (Wang, 1999). This self-exploration 
and self-realization is closely tied to the individual’s sense of identity, as the new 
tourism experiences give rise to autonomy, individuality, self-development, and self-
actualization (Berman, 1970). The insights gathered from new experiences assist in 
the creation and affirmation of identity, helping to establish and delineate the person’s 
understanding of their own place in time and space (McIntosh and Prentice, 1999).  
 Because brand love is so closely tied to a sense of self and brands are seen as 
an expression of and extension of the self, we predict that high levels of intrapersonal 
authenticity in an accommodation experience will be positively related to high levels 
of brand love.  More specifically, we expect that when an accommodation brand 
facilitates a great deal of intrapersonal authenticity, thus giving rise to self-discovery 
and expressions of self-identity, this will lead to a high level of brand love:  
H3a: Intrapersonal authenticity will have a significant and positive impact on 
levels of brand love for Airbnb customers. 
H3b: Intrapersonal authenticity will have a significant and positive impact on 
levels of brand love for hotel customers. 
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2.7.  Brand Loyalty 
 Behavioral brand loyalty is defined as “a customer’s overt behavior toward a 
specific brand in terms of repeat purchasing patterns” (Back and Parks, 2003; p. 420). 
The relationship between brand love and brand loyalty has been robustly documented. 
Bergkvist and Bech-Larsen (2010) found strong support for this relationship across a 
number of brand categories, including electronics, food, personal care items, and 
painkillers. Batra, Ahuvia, and Bagozzi (2011) also demonstrated strong relationships 
between brand love and the level of brand loyalty in a series of three studies. 
Thomson, MacInnis, and Park (2005) found a strong positive relationship between 
brand love and brand loyalty across a number of diverse studies, and Back and Parks 
(2003) examined this relationship in the lodging industry with similar results. Based 
on the body of extant literature, we predict that:  
H4a: Brand love will have a significant and positive impact on levels of brand 
loyalty for Airbnb customers. 
H4b: Brand love will have a significant and positive impact on levels of brand 
loyalty for hotel customers. 
 
Figure 1—The Model of Consumption Authenticity in the Accommodations 
Industry—captures the various hypotheses to be tested in the present study. It depicts 
that the three components of consumption authenticity—brand authenticity, 
existential authenticity, and intrapersonal authenticity—positively contribute to brand 
love, which in turn, stimulates loyalty towards the brand.   
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Figure 1. 
The Model of Consumption Authenticity in the Accommodations Industry 
 
 
3.  Methodology 
3.1.  Data Collection 
The sample for the study was drawn from the micro-task crowdsourcing platform 
Amazon Mechanical Turk. A total of 1256 usable responses were collected: 618 from 
customers who had stayed at an Airbnb in the last year, and 638 from customers who had 
stayed at a hotel in the last year. The sample comprised respondents from all 50 states 
(including DC and Puerto Rico), indicating the geographic representativeness of the sample. 
 
3.2.  Survey Development  
The first section of the survey included brand-related questions: brand authenticity, 
intrapersonal authenticity, and brand love. The second section required respondents to think 
about their most recent experience with Airbnb/hotel brand, and then answer questions 
pertaining to the experience-related components—the characteristics of the trip (duration, 
travel with, price etc.) and existential authenticity constructs: object authenticity and 
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interpersonal authenticity. We followed this order of questioning for two reasons. First, 
asking the brand-related questions before the experience-related questions allowed us to 
capture respondents’ overall perceptions of the brand, and not their perceptions based on their 
most recent experience alone. In the hotel sample, respondents were first asked to indicate the 
name of the hotel brand they stay most often with (and whether they have stayed with the 
brand in the last year, as per the sampling criteria), which allowed us to subsequently tailor 
the brand-related questions to the respondents’ most preferred brands. This strategy enhances 
the contextual relevance of the study given the importance of the study’s central construct of 
brand love, since one can readily argue that respondents would most love a brand that they 
stay most often with. Second, the experience-related components of the trip require 
respondents to recall more specific aspects of the interaction with the brand; the principles of 
survey design indicate that respondents should be probed on more general questions first 
before requiring them to retrieve more specific details of their experience (Kasunic, 2005). 
The third section included questions on the outcomes of our model—brand loyalty—while the 
fourth and final section comprised demographic questions, including age, income, education, 
ethnicity, gender, state of residence, and zip code. 
 
3.3.  Analysis 
Since the objective of the study is to compare and contrast the model of consumption 
authenticity across Airbnb and hotels, we used multiple-group structural equation modeling 
(SEM) to analyze the data. As the first stage in analyzing the data, descriptive statistics and 
distributions were assessed. Second, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) on 
the model presented in Figure 1 to test for the validity and reliability of the various constructs. 
Also, given the use of the multiple-group SEM procedure, we tested for the invariance of the 
measurement model across the Airbnb and hotel groups before proceeding to the third stage 
of structural modeling. Multiple measures suggested by Hair et al. (2010) were used to assess 
the fit between both the measurement and structural components of the models and the data, 
including normed chi-square (χ2/df), comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker Lewis index (TLI), 
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root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root mean square 
residual (SRMR). 
In the fourth stage of analysis, the authors used pair-wise parameter comparisons to 
determine whether any of the structural parameters were significantly different between the 
Airbnb and hotel groups in the SEM stage. For the pair-wise parameter comparison test, 
critical ratios for differences between the two structural parameters in question are calculated 
by dividing the difference between the parameter estimates by an estimate of the standard 
error of the difference. Under appropriate assumptions and with a correct model, the critical 
ratios follow a standard normal distribution (Structural Equation Modeling, n.d.). In the fifth 
and final stage of analysis, we conducted one-way ANOVA tests to compare the mean scores 
on the various constructs across Airbnb and hotels, to supplement the insights gained from 
structural equation modeling in assessing the relative performance of these two components 
of the accommodations industry. 
 
4.  Results 
The profile of the respondents in the Airbnb and hotel groups is presented in Table 1. 
Interestingly, there were significant differences between the two groups. Using a series of chi-
square tests, the authors found that the Airbnb and hotel groups differed in terms of 
respondents’ age (p = .001), education (p = .013), and ethnicity (p < .001). Table 1 indicates 
that respondents in the Airbnb group were younger, where 71.2% of respondents in the group 
can be classified as Millennials (between 18 and 35 years of age), versus only 57.3% of the 
respondents for the hotel group. Also, respondents in the Airbnb group were better educated: 
nearly 71% of the sample had at least a college degree as compared to around 62% of the 
hotel sample. A significantly higher proportion of the hotel group was Caucasian (78.7% vs. 
70.6%), while Airbnb had more Asian customers (11.3% vs. 6.6%). In sum, respondents in 
the Airbnb group were younger, better educated, and more likely to comprise a variety of 
ethnicities than those in the hotel group. These demographic characteristics are consistent 
with the profiles found by Mody et al. (2017) in their study of Airbnb and hotel customers. 
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Table 1. 
Respondent Profile  
Demographic Category 
Airbnb Group Hotel Group 
Chi-Square 
Value (df) 
Sample 
Size  
(n = 618) 
% 
Sample 
Size  
(n = 638) 
% 
Age 21.259a (5) 
18-25 140 22.7 98 15.4  
26-35 300 48.5 45.8 41.9  
36-45 103 16.7 142 22.3  
46-55 42 6.8 65 10.2  
56-65 28 4.5 29 4.5  
Over 65 5 .8 12 1.9  
Gender .087b (3) 
Male 315 51 326 51.1  
Female 298 49.2 306 51.1  
Other 5 .8 6 1  
Education      
High school or less 47 7.6 59 9.2 10.713c (3) 
Some college 133 21.5 182 28.5  
College 343 55.5 313 49.1  
Graduate school 95 15.4 84 13.2  
Ethnicity 23.666d (5) 
Caucasian 436 70.6 502 78.7  
African American 52 8.4 47 7.4  
Hispanic 44 7.1 34 5.3  
Asian 70 11.3 42 6.6  
American Indian, Alaskan, 
Hawaiian, or Pacific Islander 
7 1.1 13 2  
Other      
Income  
Less than $20,000 40 6.5 72 11.3 10.991e (5) 
$20,000-$39,999 142 23 138 21.6  
$40,000-$59,999 147 23.8 153 24  
$60,000-$79,999 113 18.3 108 16.9  
$80,000-$99,999 65 10.5 73 11.4  
$100,000 or more 111 18 94 14.7  
a
significant at p = .001 
bnot significant; p = .993  
c
significant at p = .013 
d
significant at p < .001 
e
not significant; p = .052 
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Table 2 presents the summary statistics for the items used to measure the various 
constructs of the model for both the Airbnb and hotel groups. Table 2 also indicates the 
literature sources from which these measures were adapted, as well as the Cronbach’s α 
values for various constructs. Cronbach’s α ranged from .83 to .96 across the two groups, well 
above the recommended .70 level (Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994), indicating high internal 
consistency between the items measuring the various constructs. Since the measures have 
been previously validated in the branding and tourism literatures (the reader is referred to the 
last column of Table 2), we were able to move directly to the CFA without the need for an 
exploratory phase. 
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 Table 2. 
 Summary Statistics and Literature Sources 
 
Constructs and Measurement Items* 
Airbnb Group Hotel Group 
Adapted from 
Mean SD 
Cronbach’s 
α 
Mean SD 
Cronbach’s 
α 
Brand Authenticity - Originalitya 
Pioneer 5.84 1.18 .84 4.71 1.39 .90 Akbar and Wymer 
(2017) Innovative 5.80 1.30 4.59 1.64 
Unique 5.70 1.27 4.58 1.49 
Brand Authenticity - Genuinenessa 
Unpretentious 4.97 1.49 .90 5.22 1.23 .87 Akbar and Wymer 
(2017) Sincere 5.34 1.32 5.52 1.31 
Real 5.71 1.29 5.46 1.26 
Honest 5.45 1.27  5.49 1.17   
Undisguised 5.27 1.35  5.23 1.30   
Legitimate 5.92 1.23  5.92 1.14   
Existential Authenticity – Object Authenticityb 
Understand local culture 5.28 1.17 .92 4.21 1.50 .94 Lalicic and 
Weismayer (2017; 
Ramkissoon and 
Uysal (2011) 
Experience local life 5.59 1.18 4.61 1.51 
Experience the local community 5.61 1.16 4.68 1.48 
Interact with the local community 5.48 1.22  4.61 1.48  
Existential Authenticity – Interpersonal Authenticityb 
Authentic contact with local people 5.39 1.16 .83 4.55 1.44 .86 Yi et al. (2016) 
Authentic contact with members of travel group 5.37 1.25 4.90 1.32 
Authentic contact with members outside of travel group 5.07 1.30 4.77 1.35 
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Intrapersonal Authenticity – Self-expressive brand (inner self) b 
Airbnb/Hotel brand symbolizes the person I am inside 4.32 1.50 .95 3.95 1.56 .96 Wallace et al. 
(2014) Reflects my personality 4.46 1.57 4.13 1.65 
Is an extension of my inner self 3.96 1.65 3.64 1.70 
Mirrors the real me 3.99 1.67  3.68 1.70   
Intrapersonal Authenticity – Self-expressive brand (social self) b 
Airbnb/Hotel brand contributes to my image 3.92 1.66 .94 3.61 1.68 .95 Wallace et al. 
(2014) Adds to the social role I play 4.06 1.68 3.55 1.73 
Has a positive impact on what others think of me 3.93 1.68 3.69 1.67 
Improves the way society views me 3.69 1.65  3.48 1.66   
Brand Loveb 
Is a wonderful brand 5.48 1.14 .94 5.33 1.63 .94 Carroll and Ahuvia 
(2006) Makes me feel good 5.26 1.25 5.20 1.21 
Is totally awesome 5.40 1.26 5.08 1.28 
Makes me very happy 5.25 1.24  5.09 1.19   
I love Airbnb/Hotel brand 5.07 1.36  4.81 1.38   
Is a pure delight 4.88 1.25  4.72 1.31   
Brand Loyaltyc 
Consider Airbnb/Hotel brand your first choice when 
traveling 
5.31 1.36 
.93 
5.52 1.23 
.93 Hanks et al. (2016; 
Zeithaml et al. 
(1996) Do more business with Airbnb/Hotel brand 5.72 1.26 5.78 1.14 
Likelihood to choose Airbnb/Hotel brand for future travel  5.84 1.23 5.97 1.07 
Likelihood to choose Airbnb/Hotel brand to find 
accommodations for a future trip 
5.87 1.23  6.00 1.07  
*Respondents viewed the survey with the appropriate wording (Airbnb/Hotel brand) depending on the group to which they belonged. 
aMeasured using a 7 point semantic differential scale 
bMeasured using a 7 point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree to 7 = Strongly agree) 
cMeasured using a 7 point Likert Scale (1 = Highly Unlikely to 7 = Highly Likely)
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The CFA for the multiple-group model of consumption authenticity in the accommodations 
industry, presented in Figure 1, indicated that the model fit the data well (χ2/df = 3.496; CFI = .938; TLI 
= .928; RMSEA = .045; SRMR = .054). While the scales indicated high reliability (Cronbach’s α), as 
discussed in the Table 2 results, the authors also checked for the validity of the CFA model (Liu and Jang, 
2009). All the items loaded on to their respective constructs with high and significant (p = .000) 
standardized factor loadings that ranged from .637 to .988 for the Airbnb group and from .637 to .985 for 
the hotel group, indicating convergent validity. While the constructs demonstrated discriminant validity in 
the case of the Airbnb group, in the hotel group, we observed a discriminant validity issue between the 
constructs of brand authenticity and brand love; the square root of the AVE for each of these constructs 
was less than the bivariate correlation between the constructs. This issue can be attributed to the very high 
correlation between brand authenticity and brand love in the hotel group (ρ = .914). However, given the 
lack of discriminant validity issues in the Airbnb group, the face validity of the items measuring these 
constructs, and the previous validation of these constructs in the branding literature, we concluded that the 
multiple-group model was suitable for subsequent structural estimation. 
While the Mardia’s multivariate kurtosis coefficient was significant (p < .05) for both Airbnb and 
hotel group (601.232 and 582.265 respectively), indicating multivariate non-normality, an examination of 
the univariate skewness [(Airbnb group: between -1.605 and -.014); (Hotel group: between -1.286 and 
.144)] and kurtosis [(Airbnb group: between -.861 and 3.374); (Hotel group: between -.992 and 2.609)] 
indices for the variables in the overall model as well as the normal quantile plots for these variables 
indicated that the data were only moderately non-normal. The maximum likelihood estimation technique 
has been shown to be fairly robust to these conditions and was thus used for structural estimation (Bryne, 
2010; Finney and DiStefano, 2006).  
 The structural model indicated an acceptable fit to the data (χ2/df = 3.543; CFI = .936; TLI = 
.926; RMSEA = .045; SRMR = .055). The parameter estimates, presented in Table 3, indicated that all 
four structural relationships in the model were highly significant (p < .001) for the Airbnb group. Thus, 
the findings of the study support hypotheses 1a to 4a. However, in the case of the hotel group, the 
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relationships between the second-order construct of existential authenticity and brand love (β = .046) and 
between the second-order construct of intrapersonal authenticity and brand love (β = -.113) were not 
significant at the .05 level. For the hotel group, brand authenticity was the only significant antecedent of 
brand love, which subsequently predicted respondents’ brand loyalty intentions. Thus, only hypotheses 1b 
and 4b were supported, while we did not find support for hypotheses 2b and 3b.  
Prior to testing for structural differences between the Airbnb and hotel groups using pair-wise 
parameter comparisons, we conducted a test for measurement invariance. Following Chen et al.'s (2005) 
recommendations for testing measurement invariance of second-order factor models, the authors tested 
for the configural and metric invariance of the multiple-group model created by the type of 
accommodations (Airbnb and hotels) as the moderator. To test for configural invariance, two groups (in 
this case, Airbnb and hotels) are tested together and freely, and configural invariance is established if the 
resultant model for that moderator indicates acceptable fit to the data. To test for metric invariance, all the 
first and second-order factor loadings are constrained to be equal across groups. The fit of the resultant 
model is then compared with that of the configural model; the lack of a significant difference in chi-
square establishes metric invariance. As previously indicated, the multiple-group (CFA) model indicated 
an acceptable fit to the data (χ2/df = 3.496; CFI = .938; TLI = .928; RMSEA = .045; SRMR = .054), thus 
establishing configural invariance. While the chi-square difference test between the configural and metric 
invariant models was significant (p < .001), the performance of this test is affected by large sample size, 
particularly for psychological research, in which case one can examine the differences in the other fit 
indices as evidence of measurement invariance. There were no substantial differences between the other 
fit indices (ΔCFI = .001, ΔTLI = .001, ΔRMSEA = -.001, and ΔSRMR = 0) across the configural and 
metric invariant models, which allowed the authors to proceed to the next step of testing for structural 
differences.  
The critical ratios for differences for each pair of structural parameter estimates, presented in the 
final column of Table 3, indicated that two of the four structural relationships represented by the various 
hypotheses of this study (H1 and H3) were significantly different across the Airbnb and hotel groups. For 
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hotel customers, the relationship between brand authenticity and brand love was significantly higher than 
that for the Airbnb customers, while the relationship between intrapersonal authenticity and brand love 
was significantly higher for Airbnb customers than that for the hotel customers.  
 
Table 3. 
Results of Structural Equation Modeling 
 
Path 
Airbnb Group Hotel Group 
Pairwise 
Comparison 
Estimatea 
(C.R) 
p 
Estimatea 
(C.R) 
p Z-score 
Brand Authenticity  Brand 
Love 
.634 
(11.207) 
*** 
1.568 
(6.578) 
*** 
3.8*** 
Existential Authenticity  Brand 
Love 
.146 
(3.297) 
*** 
.046 
(.963) 
.336 
-1.498 
Intrapersonal Authenticity  
Brand Love 
.177 
(9.332) 
*** 
-.113  
(-1.772) 
.076 
4.338*** 
Brand Love  Brand Loyalty 
.841 
(18.085) 
*** 
.787 
(17.752) 
*** 
-.826 
aunstandardized estimates 
***significant at p < .001 
 
Table 4 presents the results of the one-way ANOVA tests to compare the means on the various 
constructs between the Airbnb and hotel groups. Means were calculated as the average score of the items 
used to measure each construct. Respondents in the Airbnb group reported significantly higher mean 
scores on all but two dimensions of the model of consumption authenticity. First, there was no significant 
difference between Airbnb and hotels in terms of the perceived genuineness of the brands. Second, and 
opposite to the direction of the differences between the two groups, respondents in the hotel group 
indicated significantly higher brand loyalty—they were more likely to use their most preferred/most used 
hotel brand again in the future as compared to respondents in the Airbnb group.  
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Table 4. 
One-way ANOVA on model constructs: Airbnb vs. Hotels 
 
Experience Economy 
Dimensions 
Mean: 
Airbnb 
Group 
Mean: Hotel 
Group 
Difference 
(Airbnb-
Hotel) 
F 
 
p 
Originality 5.78 4.63 1.15 271.58 *** 
Genuineness 5.45 5.37 .08 1.88 .171 
Object Authenticity 5.49 4.53 .96 192.29 *** 
Interpersonal 
Authenticity 
5.28 4.73 .55 71.56 *** 
Self-expressive brand 
(inner self)  
4.19 3.84 .35 16.07 *** 
Self-expressive brand 
(social self)  
3.90 3.58 .32 13.63 *** 
Brand Love 5.23 5.04 .19 9.35 *** 
Brand Loyalty 5.69 5.82 -.13 4.55 *** 
 
 
5.  Discussion 
Given the changing nature of the consumption experience in the accommodations industry, 
facilitated by the rapid growth of the sharing economy, the present study sought to develop a framework 
that enables a holistic assessment of the authenticity of the consumption experience in travel. In so doing, 
we developed the concept of consumption authenticity comprising three components—brand authenticity, 
existential authenticity, and intrapersonal authenticity, examined how Airbnb and hotel brands compare in 
their provision of these components, and also explored the impact of these components on critical brand-
level outcomes—brand love and brand loyalty. We found that Airbnb leverages all three components of 
consumption authenticity in creating customers who love the brand and thus remain loyal to the brand. 
For hotels, the authenticity of the brand emerged as the sole and thus most critical asset to increasing 
brand love and loyalty intentions among customers. Moreover, while Airbnb largely leveraged these 
components to a greater degree than hotels, hotel brands that remain true to themselves—Airbnb and 
hotels were rated the same on the dimension of genuineness—can facilitate a higher level of brand love 
than Airbnb can (β = 1.568 vs. β = .634), which in turn, can create loyal customers who are more likely to 
continue using the brand than Airbnb customers (μ = 5.82 vs. μ = 5.69). These findings demonstrate that 
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the underlying dynamics of customers’ brand love formation, and thus the key to creating loyal 
customers, differ between hotels and sharing economy providers. The model of consumption authenticity 
in the accommodations industry has important theoretical implications for authenticity and branding 
research in hospitality and tourism, as well as practical implications for the hotel industry.       
 
5.1. Theoretical Implications 
The present study makes a significant contribution to the branding literature in the field of 
hospitality. In contrast to the mainstream marketing and services literature, brand management research in 
the hospitality literature is limited both in its depth and breadth (King, 2017). While hospitality 
researchers have more extensively studied the guest experience in terms of its relationship with and/or 
contribution to brand equity (e.g. Nam et al., 2011; Xu and Chan, 2010), a discussion of the how the very 
nature of the experience—in the present case, an authentic consumption experience—impacts customers’ 
relationships with brands has not been explored. In defining, describing, and operationalizing the 
construct of consumption authenticity, and examining its impacts on critical brand-related outcomes, the 
present study makes a significant contribution to the still limited and loosely unified area of brand 
management in hospitality research (Line and Runyan, 2012). Second, while the concept of brand love 
enjoys a more established stream of research in the marketing and branding literatures, it is a nascent area 
of research in the specific domain of hospitality services. Moreover, while extant research has examined 
the notion of intrapersonal authenticity—as manifested in related constructs such as self-brand connection 
and customer brand identification (Alnawas and Altarifi, 2016; Kwon and Mattila, 2015)—on brand love, 
the present study is the first to enable an understanding of the various authenticity-related antecedents of 
brand love.  
 Third, the concept of authenticity, which is used in the present study to further our understanding 
of brand love, has primarily been developed from a tourism perspective and has thus focused mainly on 
the notion of existential authenticity. However, in identifying and addressing the lack of a construct that 
facilitates a holistic assessment of the authenticity of a consumption experience, the construct of 
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consumption authenticity effectively combines the brand and experience-related components of 
authenticity facilitated by an accommodation brand (Airbnb or hotel) during the travel experience. Thus, 
the present study advances our understanding of authenticity from a tourism and hospitality perspective.   
 
5.2. Practical Implications 
The rise of the experiential traveler has been well documented. “Intense global demand for travel 
experiences that resonate on a deeper emotional level is driving travel brands to develop product that is 
more adventurous, more personalized, and more attuned to local culture, inspiring consumers toward a 
path of self discovery” (The Rise of Experiential Travel, 2014, p. 1). Authenticity is a key contributor to 
deeper experiences, and while the concept is relative, a consumer-based perspective is critical; brands that 
understand how consumers perceive deeper, authentic travel and cater to these needs will be successful in 
today’s dynamic marketing environment (Oates, 2014). In this regard, our findings indicate that while 
authenticity is Airbnb’s key positioning platform, hotels must focus on building brand love through 
marketing activities that heighten customers’ perceptions of the authenticity of their brands. While Airbnb 
is perceived as more original than hotel brands, given the disruptive nature of the idea of the sharing 
economy that underlies the brand’s proposition, it has been courting controversy on a variety of issues 
ranging from safety and taxation to, more recently, discrimination. This affords hotel brands the 
opportunity to leverage their “legacy” connotations as sincere, honest, undisguised, and legitimate 
providers of authentic hospitality. As an example, Hyatt Hotels cites its mission “to provide authentic 
hospitality” as its pathway to be the most preferred brand in each of the segments its serves (“About 
Hyatt”, n.d.). However, beyond the potential of authenticity as a positioning platform, brands must ensure 
that customers’ product encounters reflect this value proposition. This involves leveraging the 
experiential component of travel and incorporating the various dimensions of the experience economy 
that travelers seek out in their quest for more meaningful and memorable experiences (Mody et al., 2017; 
Pine and Gilmore, 2007)).  
For example, the idea of localness, a dimension that is actively absorbed by the customer, is often 
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a source of authentication of the consumption experience (Mkono, 2013). Standard Hotels demonstrates 
exceptional use of localness to enhance its credibility as an authentic hotel brand. Its website leads with 
lifestyle content about music, food, arts, and other cultural programming, both on-property and offsite, 
and reads more like an online travel magazine, with the hotels positioned as a base from which to explore 
the locale (Oates, 2015a). Airbnb’s Guidebooks and Neighborhoods products provide another example, 
featuring stunning photography, local editorial perspective, insider tips from Airbnb hosts, and practical 
information about neighborhoods that serve to position Airbnb as the go-to brand for immersive, local, 
and authentic travel experiences. 
Relatedly, from a marketing communications standpoint, hotel brands must leverage the 
philosophy and practice of strategic content marketing to heighten customer perceptions of their 
authenticity as travel brands. The idea behind content marketing is to create and distribute “valuable, 
relevant, and consistent content” to the target market to drive profitable customer action (“What is 
Content Marketing?”, n.d.). Thus, even if the content of a brand’s marketing endeavors does not relate 
directly to the business itself, in this case the hotel product, it is considered important if it provides the 
customer with a relevant and memorable experience. It is a customer-first approach that starts with 
understanding the customer and what they deem authentic. In fact, the hotel industry and the sharing 
economy are increasingly emphasizing the various dimensions of the experience economy based on a 
content marketing paradigm (Mody et al., 2017).  
For example, Marriott Hotels has launched a global content studio, whose objective is to create 
original content for its various brands; content that goes beyond the ploys of traditional advertising and 
creates stories that “stop interrupting what people are interested in, and become what they’re interested 
in” (Kelley, 2015). The studio created Two Bellmen for the J.W. Marriott brand, a series of short movies 
that chronicle the adventures of two bellmen who “save the day” in J.W. properties across the world, thus 
conveying the idea of the brand’s superlative customer service. The series, which integrates the brand into 
the plot of the story, successfully incorporates the dimension of Entertainment into the online experience 
of the brand, and aims to create an intimate relationship with customers through appealing, original 
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content (Lazauskas, 2015). Similar to Marriott, brand managers must adopt a strategic approach to 
content marketing that enables marketing activities that build brand love through authentic—original and 
genuine—content. Such content efforts must be informed by sophisticated and creative understanding of 
the target customers’ demographic and psychographic characteristics (Oates, 2015b). In the present study, 
the authors found that customers in the Airbnb group were younger, better educated, and more likely to 
comprise a variety of ethnicities than those in the hotel group, which is likely to have impacted these 
customers’ perceptions of consumption authenticity and subsequent brand-related outcomes. In sum, 
given the importance of the brand and the loyalty program to the asset-light business strategies of 
modern-day hotel companies, we argue that the creation of authentic brands that generate brand love 
should be of paramount significance to industry marketers.        
 
6.  Limitations and Future Research 
 As with any research, this study has limitations in both execution and interpretation.  
First, our participants were largely white and all from the U.S. Particularly when speaking of 
such culturally constructed concepts as authenticity, identity, and brand love, it is wise to 
consider that our results may not be generalizable across cultures and locations.  Future research 
should explore the ways in which these concepts apply to other populations.  Second, it is 
important to note that many of our measurement items were derived from studies previously 
published not in the hospitality literature, but in the sociology, psychology, and marketing 
literatures.  While each scale was adapted from a previously validated study, it is yet unclear 
whether the application to the travel and tourism context is optimally effective.  While the scales 
chosen to measure our factors did demonstrate good face and construct validity, future research 
in hospitality and tourism could explore the use of other measurement scales in order to ascertain 
how constructs such as authenticity, and brand love can best be measured in a hospitality 
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context. Third, this study introduced the construct of consumption authenticity as a global, 
holistic assessment of the authenticity of a travel experience in the context of hotels and Airbnb. 
We proposed that consumption authenticity comprises brand, existential, and intrapersonal 
authenticity, but future research could expand on this characterization by testing additional 
components and boundary conditions of this construct.  
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